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Foreword 


Adam Mac is a disturbed and disturbing author, 
which is likely what first drew me to his sto- 


ries. At his specific request, only the brain-in- 


the-vat stories are presented in this collection. 


These stories — and there are only 10 that I am 


aware of are humorous in a dark sort of way and 


are spin-offs from his readings in philosophy. 


Mac's studies are not institutionally-accredited, 
inasmuch as he refuses to follow someone else's 


curriculum or reading list. Mac says he'd had 


enough of that in university. Once restricted to 


the stacks of university libraries, he now has 


access to the expanding and accessible collection 


of quality writing on-line. How long that will 
last - he's not optimistic. 


Mac's interest in brains in the vat stems from a 


longstanding concern that some philosophers have 


been paving the way to synthetic thought, as in 


robotic sentience. An even greater fear more 
like a nightmare — is his recurring image of liv- 
ing eternally in some sentient form, LeS 


existing beyond what we normally think of as 


death. To counter this, one of the bizarre plans 


recorded in his quarter-page will is be flash 


cremated molecular cremation, so that his for- 


mer human self can never be resurrected in part 


or in whole. 


I've encouraged him to write about this, but he 
says he's not yet mentally prepared to face the 
dangerous possibilities and repercussions of sci- 
ence and technology making real the mysticism of 


human religions. 


While I've known Mac for more than three score 
years, I still don't understand him. Fortunately, 


the sample of his writings as collected in this 


thin volume are approachable — much more so than 


his conversations which occasionally spiral into 


unintelligibility. 


The first five stories are related and could be 
considered a larger story in five parts. The 


other five stories are somewhat random and inde- 


pendent of one another. The final story appears 
uncharacteristically pedantic and seems unfin- 
ished. To my question whether there will be more, 


his response has been, "We'll see," which for him 


usually means "No." 


Peter McMillan 
Oakville, Ontario, Canada 
January 2023 
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The Dissertation 


I was taking my lunch on the Common, and I over- 
heard a conversation. Normally, I don't 
eavesdrop, but I have this new cell phone with a 
stealth sound amplifier, and I really wanted to 


try it outdoors. 


It was incredible! I could hear everything ... 50 


feet away! On a bench facing the fountain was an 
old couple. He was snoring and she was muttering 
something to the pigeons. A young woman was chas- 
ing three little boys who were chasing geese and 
then being chased by the geese. Then, there were 


these two ... from the college it looked like. 


One spoke agitatedly. He was a graduate student 
in Philosophy and Neurophysiology. The other 
one had that professorial look about him — elbow 
patches, bifocals hanging around his neck, wispy 


white hair and a raspy baritone. 


"Brain in the vat," I heard quite clearly, and 
that got my attention. I'd studied it when I sat 
in on one of those night school courses you see 
advertised in the subway. Sounded like mad sci- 
ence sci-fi not Philosophy, but all us guys in 
the class thought it was kinda cool — in theory. 


What if the 'external world' IS created by our 
minds or brains and what if we could create one 
of our own choosing? 


"We have to do this. It's a once-in-a-lifetime 


opportunity," said the student. 
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"It has to be carefully thought out. We can't be 
rash and take needless risks," said the profes- 
sor. 


"But you said yourself, Professor, there's never 
been a better time." 


"Granted, modern medical technology will ensure 
that th xperiment is painless and reversible, 
at least in theory." 


"And even if something goes wrong — God forbid, 
um, sorry Professor — it will be impossible to 
prove- " 


"Ethically, we are beyond reproach. Legally, we 
will be beyond reach. National security's on our 
Side, too." 


"That's a double-edged sword though. I still have 
to defend my dissertation and to do that I have 


to go public." 


"And I still think I, uh, we, have a shot at the 
Nobel. We just have to work out the details." 


As they talked, I recalled the image of a human 
brain being surgically extracted and placed in a 


vat where it sucked in nutrients and then was 
subjected to endless combinations and permuta- 
tions of electronic impulses. I'd had to write a 


paper from the brain's point of view, but I 
couldn't get past the images that the envatted 
brain would never know. I flunked. 
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"We still thinking along the same lines then?" 


the student asked. 


"They deliver the subject. We conduct our experi- 
ments and give them their results. Then we 
experiment on a second subject — a chimpanzee 
brain would work — so we can publish our re- 


search. We can use the results as long as we 


don't mention the first experiments." 


"Do you really think they'll go along, Profes- 
sor?" 


"Absolutely. According to the Director and the 
Chairman, they need this, but for the time being 
they have to fly under the radar, so to speak." 
"Do we have a schedule?" 

"End of the month," answered the professor. "Eve- 
rything and everyone should be in place. Of 
course, we'll never know where ... ever." 

"Should we meet again before then?" 

"No, We'll be contacted." 


"Did you hear something ... from over there?" 


"That direction?" the professor said, pointing in 
my vicinity. "I thought I heard it earlier, too." 


"Sounded like feedback from a cheap amplifying 
device." 
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"Hey, it 


wasn't cheap," I said under my breath, 


not cluing in. 


they're 
the benc 


the way 


No black 


"I'd better phone it in," said the professor. 
"It's probably nothing, but it might be one of 
those needless risks that could screw this up for 
us unless we eliminate it." 


Eliminate. Needless risk. Screw up. That's ME 
talking about! I slipped over the back of 


h, got up but ran low to the ground all 


to the subway entrance. 


SUVs, no men in black. On the northbound 


platform, all was clear ... until the Peter Gunn 


theme st 
it was 


artled me. It was just my ringtone, but 
so LOUD underground. I didn't answer. 


"Brian, Inuvit." Northwest Territories, really? 
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The Escape 


When 'Bri-an, In-u-vit' showed up on my cell 
phone display, I thought it was a wrong number. 
Probably an American in the Northwest Territo- 
ries. Then, a sinister interpretation got my 
attention. 


This wasn't geographic illiteracy. This was in- 
tentional. After what I'd overhead in the Common, 
'Bri-an, In-u-vit' was without a doubt a simply- 


coded message for 'Brain in a vat.' That meant 
they were on to me. What's worse, they wanted me 


to know it. 


When the subway train arrived, I stepped back to 
let people on and off, and as the doors were 
closing, I tossed my cell in — my brand new cell 
with the stealth sound amplifier. Gone too, was 


the recorded conversation in the park. My ring- 
tone went off again, and a colorfully tattooed 
teenager held my phone up to his unpierced ear 


actually his only ear. The train was pulling out, 


but his eyes met mine, and I immediately took off 


to get street level, snatching an old man's Red 


Sox cap as I catapulted up the down escalator. 


They had to have pictures of me by now with all 
the CCTV cameras downtown, so I ducked into a 
barber shop with an American flag on the barber 
pole and got a serviceman's special. 


Down the street at a thrift store, I picked up 
some jeans, a reversible jacket, some grease 
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paint, and a pair of aviator sunglasses. Not un- 
expectedly, my rushed job applying the grease 
paint in the tiny thrift store washroom was 
splotchy up close and I forgot my hands, but as 
long as I kept my hands in my pockets, it was 
passable. 


For a moment, I felt sorry for the kid who 
thought he'd hit the jackpot with my phone, but 
it passed. I had bigger worries. 


My apartment. They'd be waiting. My roommate. Too 
late. She'd never believe me anyway. I couldn't 
warn anybody. My father in the Saint John Fire 
Department back home and my sister, a medic in 


Afghanistan. They wouldn't go after first re- 
sponders, would they? God, what kind of hell had 
I fallen into? 


Out on the sidewalk in the bright sun, I could 


have sworn the subway entrance was surrounded by 
black SUVs and men in black with bad haircuts, 
like mine. And the marquee across the street read 
"The Life of Brian." Obviously a taunt. Everybody 
knew Monty Python was dead. 


Having scaped th hot zone, it occurred to me 
that once they had the kid and the phone, they 
wouldn't need me and they'd stop chasing me. 
Without the audio, I'd be just another wacko con- 
spiracy theorist. I mean, who's gonna believe a 


brain can be taken out of a living person, kept 
alive in a vat, tested by tens of thousands of 
electrical impulses, and then reinserted? Really? 
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"Hey buddy, sidewalk's closed. There's construc- 
tion overhead. How'd you get through the 
barricade?" 


It took a firm hand on my shoulder to stop me. 
The words — I didn't think he'd been talking to 
me. Would've been ironic I suppose if a steel 
beam had fallen on my head. 


Maybe not, going back to my original train of 


thought. Maybe they wouldn't stop chasing me if 


they found the teen and my cell phone. How hard 
would it be ... to create an accident? Wouldn't 


it make sense to tie up all the loose ends? 


Meanwhile, if I had a good option, I sure could- 
n't think of it. Not a chance of happening on a 


futuristic laser weapon to neutralize the bad 
guys like in a cheap video game. Pity this wasn't 
fiction. 


The sudden simultaneous slamming of heavy car 
doors jolted me back to the here and now. It hap- 
pened behind me, but I didn't dare turn and look. 
I ran, turned a corner, zigzagged through over- 
flowing dumpsters in a urine-soaked alley, ran 


through several narrow backyards, climbed a bal- 
cony and looked out on an empty apartment. 


Crashed on the living floor, I followed the lines 
on the ceiling that evidenced numerous floods. 


All around things looked pretty normal, in a low- 
income sort of way. Must be awful to live without 


ever knowing when it's gonna happen again though. 
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In a dry corner, safely distant from the ceiling 
stains, was a computer ... a fairly new model and 
likely hooked up to the Internet. That's when I 
remembered that the default setting on my phone 
automatically uploaded pictures. Maybe audio, 


too. 


If they hadn't already found it, I could download 
the files and go to the Globe or Times or some- 
body. The system came up fast and was ready and 
waiting while I scrambled around trying to find a 
flash drive. The audio was there. I knew they 
would be tracking access, so I spoofed the IP ad- 
dress and downloaded as fast as I could. 


There wouldn't be sirens, so I couldn't count on 
a warning. The grease paint came off slowly. I 


dabbed on some rouge, put on a dirty blonde wig 
and a beige turtleneck, dumped my stuff in the 
garbage chute, and left by the elevator. Sure 
enough there were two black SUVs parked out front 


with a woman in the passenger seat scanning the 
grounds and building with a telephoto lens. 


Bernie, an overweight beagle, put in my charge by 
the nearsighted Mrs. Pritchard who thought I was 
Brigit, gave me cover and an excuse to change di- 


rections and walk away. A few blocks later, I 
handed the leash over to a dog walker who seemed 
equally capable of managing six as five. 


Yet again, I had escaped their net, though as 


was making my circuitous way to the newspaper, 
sensed that a much bigger net was about to drop. 
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In the Vat 


The graduate student and the professor were alone 
with the brain. They didn't and wouldn't ever 
know where. It was underground but how far, they 
had no idea. Now that the first phase was com- 
plete, the Sponsors! researchers and scientists 
had returned to their offices. 


High resolution CCTV cameras covered every angle 
of the lab, and the brain in the vat was central- 
ly located behind an invisible protection screen. 


Do you think he's noticed that we made him a Ca- 
nadian, Professor? 


No, I don't think so. We've blocked selected re- 
gions of his biographical memory, and the results 


indicate that our synaptic repression has suc- 
ceeded. He believes h IS exactly what we've 
input — father a fireman in New Brunswick, sister 


in the Army in Afghanistan, female roommate— 


And is experiencing what we input — a cell phone 


with a Peter Gunn ringtone, a one-eared teenager, 
a water-stained ceiling in a low-rent high-rise 
apartment building. Bernie, Brigit's beagle, all— 


Markers, that help us track his perception of his 
new and unfolding reality — his attempt to escape 


— from us and our Sponsors. 


And he thinks he CAN escape. How ironic. 
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Yes, it is, but it's better that way. I don't 
think a brain, or a mind, I should say, could 
possibly endure the thought of its own surgical 


extraction and placement in a laboratory vat for 
Scientific study. 


Thank God, uh, sorry Professor. Thank goodness 
this process is reversible. 


It is, in theory, but since it's never been test- 


ed, getting that answer will be a key part of our 
research. 


Since the subject isn't aware of the experimental 
context, don't you think his paranoia is— 


It's not paranoia. What's happening to him is re- 
al — the black SUVs, the men in black, the 
escape. It's as real to him as your are for me or 
I am for you. 


Of course, you're right Professor. I misspoke. 
The subject has effectively demonstrated the 


ability to distinguish between the real and the 


unreal. He even alluded to it on one occasion, 
when he mentioned the futuristic laser weapon as 
something he wished were real so he could "neu- 


tralize the bad guys." 


Yes, that was truly remarkable. 


Wasn't it? It's turning out exactly as I'd hoped 
when I started this dissertation. And it's only 


now sinking in that we've already gone far beyond 
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the philosophers' brain-in-a-vat thought experi- 
ment. 


This will be our legacy — yours and mine — to 
Science and philosophy, but we can't forget our 
sponsors. They have a different set of priorities 
in mind— 

So to speak. 


Indeed. 


One thing troubles me. Why the cloak and dagger? 
Why not simply stimulate the subject to be com- 


pliant and cooperative? 


Our Sponsors' methods of interrogation are hard- 
wired, and our Sponsors are not easily persuaded 
to change their approach. That's why they pro- 
posed the fugitive scenario as a demonstration of 


the envatted brain's susceptibility to an induced 
mental reality. 


They have to be satisfied so far though, right 
Professor? The subject is definitely on the run 
and all because we created the necessary and suf- 


ficient conditions for triggering his flight 
response. 


Absolutely. And it's all documented and usable in 
our research, with the exception of the identi- 
ties of our Sponsors and the brain. That's non- 
negotiable. 
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So, our next step is to parachute a character in- 


to the brain's mental world, and this character 
will persuade the subject to give up running and 


turn itself in. Any complications that we may 
have missed? 


It's inevitable that there will be complications. 


We have to be ready for that. 


Of course. The first phase w xpected to be rel- 
atively smooth, since creating fear reactions in 
an envatted brain — albeit not human — has been 
successfully achieved in previous experiments. 


Replicating trust — that's where we anticipated 
having some challenges. 


As far as the Sponsors are concerned, that's the 
crucial experiment. Our success hinges on being 
able to prove that the envatted brain can be made 


to trust just as effectively as it can be made to 


fear. In their language, we have to turn the 
brain. 


The grad student scanned the bank of terminals on 
the wall, pored over the latest half dozen or so 
pages of the experiment log and transcripts, and 
announced incredulously that the brain in the vat 
was exhibiting signs of autonomous behavior. 


Impossible! 


But look, Professor! The feedback in these tran- 


scripts indicates that the subject's fear has 
dissipated. But how? It's as if it thinks it has 
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escaped, but it can't possibly feel 


free from 


danger. Not until we modify its perceptual in- 


puts. We should— 


We've got to intensify the stimulus pa 
an accelerated algorithm, and re-establ 


ble level of fear in the brain. We hav 


ttern, try 


ish a sta- 
e to bring 


this under control before morning and without 


surveillance. The cameras ... can you— 


The professor was interrupted by a su 


dden power 


surge. The backup power failed, except in the 


case of the vat, which had a dedicated 


line with 


power supply redundancy. But the vat's backup 


reservoir sprang a leak that quickly t 


urned into 


a gusher flooding the lab with a foot-and-a-half 


of water and brain nutrients. As suddenly as the 


lights went out, they came back on ag 
the grad student the professor time 


the spectacular arcing across the wal 
face. It came from the vat. 


ain giving 


to witness 


ter's sur- 
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The Stringer 


At the Globe, his fantastic story about being 
hunted down by mad scientists and men in black 
because of what he knew about their brain-in-a- 
vat experiments didn't raise an eyebrow much less 
get a laugh. These were serious times, and there 
were real threats to the city. 


Turned away from the city desk by one of the edi- 
tors, he was taken aside by a grizzled beat 
reporter who told him to look up a stringer by 
the name of I.V., so-called because in his young- 
er days he was always poking his nose where it 
didn't belong. I.V., he said, was usually posted, 
more like pasted, in a place called the Noodle on 
the docks. 


It was a dark, rank-smelling saloon, which proba- 
bly had never seen better days. In the darkest 
corner was what could have passed for an enormous 
wharf rat — grayish-black, bristled snout, bulg- 
ing eyes and disproportionately small arms  — 
staring down a cheap bottle of scotch. 

Are you I.V.? 

Who's asking? 


Old guy at the Globe said I'd find you here. 


O'Rourke? 
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terested. 


Gotta be Rory. He's the only one left who 
bers— 


Envatted brains? 


What? 


Have you ever heard of it? 


Maybe. Why? 


I'm being chased. 


Go on. 


No, really. 


No, I mean continue. 


They're following me. 


Who? 


That's what I hoped you could tell me. 


How'd you get involved? 


Overheard a conversation in the Common. 


Didn't get his name. Just that you might be in- 


remem— 


How'd you manage that? It's a pretty big place. 
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I had a stealth phone. 


Why the hell would want to eavesdrop? You got an 
unhappy girlfriend or a death wish? 


It wasn't what I planned. I thought it was going 
to be an ordinary conversation that I'd delete 
before leaving the park. 

Did you? 

No. 


Where's the phone now? 


I threw it in a car on the northbound subway, and 
an odd-looking kid picked it up and answered it. 


How odd! I mean, how was he odd? 


I don't know — tattoos, lots of red and yellow 
ink, and he only had one ear. 


Left or right? 


What difference does it make? 


Just filling in the— 


It was unpierced. 


Ah! 


Have you ever seen him? 
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No, but if he has your phone and is still alive 
to talk about it, he's more likely to end up here 
than in a police station. 


The phone's not necessary. 
Why not? 


I downloaded the audio. 


From the Cloud or whatever they're calling it 
now? Did you bring it with you? 


Course not! 


Good man. 


Listen. Meet me later on the harbor tour. Don't 
bring it but you can fill me in on the details. 


Which one? 


Which what? Oh, tour. Keep your eyes peeled for a 
bald guy who can't keep his toupée on. 


But you're not— 
It's a disguise. You're gonna need one soon, too. 


Not tonight though, okay? Might not recognize 
you. 


Aft on the upper deck of a crowded tour boat 
filled with tourists hoping to view the city at 
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dark, two men in lightweight khaki windbreakers 
were talking not looking, but since everyone else 
was looking at the cityscape set against a gor- 
geous sunset, no one paid them any attention. 


Black SUVs. Guys with bad haircuts — like yours. 
That's pretty nondescript in and of itself, but I 


think your professor is Dr. Smart, with one 't.' 
And that's an alias. 


How do you know Professor Smart? 


He's been doing extra — uh, ordinary research on 
the human central nervous system for years. 


For who? 


The Sponsors. Not much known about them. 


So, this isn't the first brain-in-a-vat experi- 
ment? 


No, but it's the first involving a human brain. 


Can they be stopped? 


Depends on who you mean, Professor Smart or the 
Sponsors? 


I guess I mean the Sponsors. And will I ever feel 
safe again? 


Hard to say. 
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Can you, uh, would you help? 


Has to be something in it for me. 


Like what? An exposé, a book? 


Something like that. Means you're gonna have to 
give me everything I need, like that recording. 


Sure. I could've brought it tonight. 


No. It has to be done in a roundabout way. Are 
there copies? 


No. Just the original. I only had the one USB 
Stick, and I've been on the run. 


No problem. After we've done the exchange, I'll 
make two copies, one for you and one for me. You 
don't tell me where and I won't tell you. 


Okay. Sounds like you've done this before. 


Yep. Give me two days, and I'll have a plan how 
we can flush these guys out. 


What next? 


First, get a locker at the bus station. I'll give 
you some money. Take the device, wipe it down, 
put it in a duffel bag filled with old clothes — 
there are lots of donation bins around — and 


shove it in the locker, and then wait for the 
last bus to Baltimore. 
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Baltimore? Why- ? 


There's a friend you can stay with. Don't worry, 


she's an old hippie. Loves the underdog. 


What about the locker key? 


All taken care of? She'll courier it to me 
via a mutual friend. 


Two whitecoats entered the secure area of the 8*? 


level in the underground facility, and heavily- 
armed men guarded the door. The floor was wet and 
brownish stains indicated that there had been a 
flood. Two other whitecoats, soaking wet, lay 
contorted and inert on the floor. 


Well, according to these most recent logs from 
the brain, it seems our boys did manage to para- 
chute in a confidant before their untimely— 


And this guy, this stringer, he'll get us the 
proof we need. The brain is wonderfully demon- 
strating an attitude of total compliance based on 
a synthetically-generated feeling of trust— 


Now, we just have to get the audio. If it falls 
into the wrong hands— 


Well, I'm pretty confident we can take it from 


here. It's simply a matter of making the brain 
retrace its steps, as it were. 
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The Double Cross 


On the run the first day, the urine-saturated al- 
ley he'd escaped through had seemed like a good 
hiding place for a small electronic device. There 


were lots of cracks and crevices in the brick 
walls where the mortar had fallen out. Now, the 
challenge was to find the right one. He retraced 
his steps over and over, trying different gaps 


until it seemed there weren't any left. 


"Twenty bucks," said a sticky voice beneath a 
pile of cardboard and plastic. "Gimme twenty and 
it's yours." 


"What's mine? What are you talking about?" 


"This computer thingamajiggee here," said a man 
rising out of his improvised abode. 


"That? It's not worth ten. It's just a replacea- 
ble part, worth nothing by 
five." 


H- 


tself. I'll give you 


"Ten. Last chance." 


"Give it here. Here's a ten. You made a killing." 


"Wasn't me." 


"What?" 


"Nothing." 
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With the USB device secure, the fugitive picked 
up a duffel bag from an Army Navy store and then 
found a Red Cross bin and stuffed the bag full of 
donated clothing — men's, women's, children's, it 
didn't matter. About 15 minutes later he reached 
the bus station, where he found a locker and 
stowed the bag. Outside the station he was 
grabbed brusquely and tossed headlong into a 
black SUV. 


In the meantime, the stringer, who'd blended in 
by standing on the opposite sidewalk with a hot 


dog in one hand and a handful of yellow- and red- 
stained napkins in the other, hadn't anticipated 
this interception. He should have seen it coming 
— the double cross. After all, he was double 
crossing this fugitive fellow, and time was when 
he would instinctively have been on the look-out 
for other betrayals. 


He'd gotten too old and slow for the game. On the 
spot, he committed to finding a new watering hole 
and leaving the good old days at the Noodle be- 
hind ... forever. 


In the beginning, everything around was white, 
pure white, clean, bright, cold. Til the surgical 
drills and microsaws started and blood splattered 
on the white sheets and gowns and parts of the 
floor, ceiling and walls. Didn't they know that 
part of his brain was conscious th ntire time? 
Maybe they didn't care. This was what he'd imag- 
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ined in that crazy night school philosophy course 
when in class they'd discussed the brain-in-a-vat 
thought experiment. It made him violently ill 
then, and it did now, too, but he had no way to 
relieve himself since he'd been surgically sev- 
ered and extracted from his body. 


After the surgery, he — the brain — had been put 
in a large vat, where it (he) was connected by 
electrodes to dozens of wires carrying billions 
of electronic signals per second. Even this vol- 
ume of messaging was far below its threshold, and 
the brain easily managed the scientists' fear 


(stage on the fugitive) and trust (stage two 


— the confidant) scenarios. Only 10 percent uti- 
lization? Outside the vat maybe, but nowhere near 


that low inside the nutrient-rich vat. The bigger 


part of the brain's computing capability was, 


therefore, left free to plot its revenge. 


Near the conclusion of the stage one experiment, 
the brain exacted retribution against the profes- 


sor and his graduate student by causing a flood 


in the lab and then electrocuting them with elec- 
tronic pulses dancing over the surface of the 
water. That was payback for their doing all this 


brain-in-a-vat stuff in the name of Science and 
Knowledge. 


Pre-empting what appeared to be the stage two ex- 


periment's looping back to the gruesome 
beginning, the brain remotely accessed the Spon- 


sors' payroll systems via a two-way data feed and 
proceeded to execute a continuous barrage of 
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hacks targeting the IRS. They were simple hacking 
techniques picked up from its roommate's kid 
brother, but the point wasn't to actually pene- 


trate IRS security but to alert the IRS, reveal 


the identity of the hackers, and let nature take 
its course. The results of the successfully- 


failed hacking weren't instantaneous; however, 
within a day all the Sponsors' off-the-book em- 
ployees had disappeared. 


The brain spent the rest of its days trying to 
think of a better ending. 
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What Brains in the Vat Do in Their Free Time 


The four of them worked hard every day, constant- 
ly monitored by men and women in white coats and 


black-rimmed glasses. They, the envatted brains, 
used to be monitored round the clock — easy to do 
since they were always wired up — but new regula- 


tions required 16 hours downtime each day, 
presumably to keep the brains fresh for the con- 
trolled experiments. Eight of those hours were 


designated for the mandatory sleep period. 


Now, for the other eight leisure hours, Hugh and 
Dotty and Amos and Louis would have to figure out 
how to pass the time. 


They tried their hands at playing poker, figura- 
tively speaking that is. Hugh dealt. Dotty raised 
and called. Amos folded. Louis was holding three 
pairs, so he was disqualified. Hugh had a royal 
flush in spades, but Dotty claimed she had four 
aces, and she insisted her ace of spades was the 


REAL ace of spades. 


Hugh got angry and called for 52-card-pickup. 
Louis picked up 53 cards, including two aces in 
spades. Amos folded. Dotty found only 51 cards 
but no aces. Hugh threw up his hands and went 
back to reading the newspaper. 


"I know," said Dotty. "Let's play guess the color 
I'm thinking. OK, I've got a color- " 


"Blue," shouted Louis. 
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"Just wait. I haven't given a clue yet. OK, it's 
a color that comes before sunrise." 


"Red," shouted Louis again. 


"No. Here's another clue. It's a color that's un- 
der-represented in the flags at the U.N." 


"Beige," said Amos. 


"Yes. I mean, yes, beige is under-represented, 
but no, that's not the color. This color is the 


color of an eclipse." 
"Gray," said Hugh, not even bothering to look up. 


"No. It's black, silly. Black like 'darkest be- 
fore the dawn' black." 


"That's a stupid game," said Louis. 


"Not much better than poker, if you ask me," said 


Amos. 

"How bout we try that synchronized 
whatchamacallit they'v been xperimenting with 
lately?" asked Dotty. "You know, we all receive 


the same stimulus and then compare our different 
responses." 


"That's too much like work. Why do you wanna do 
work, and why do you wanna make us do work?" 
asked Amos. 
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"Seems like fun, that's all." 


"So what kind of stimulus can we come up with?" 
asked Louis. 


"Well, it can't require manual intervention 
for obvious reasons," said Hugh. 


"What about lights out?" asked Dotty. "We over- 
load the feedback converter and shut down the 
system." 


"That could work," said Hugh. "They'v ngineered 
redundancies everywhere, but they never antici- 


pated our working together. The power will go off 
momentarily but that would be enough to reboot 
all of our vats." 


"Right," said Dotty. "When everybody's booted up 
again, we can share experiences." 


The guys all muttered 


With all four back and in communication, Dotty 
suggested they play a game ... poker. Hugh of- 
fered to deal. Amos folded. Louis had two Jacks, 
two Queens and two Kings. He was expelled from 
the game. Hugh said he had a straight — ace high 
— but Dotty objected since she was holding four 


aces. 
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Hugh threw up his hands, so to speak, and then 
swept his cards away. That gave him an idea and 
he asked everyone to toss in their cards. That 
didn't make any sense to the others. Amos folded. 
Louis picked up the cards — 53 of them and five 
of them aces. 


Dotty recommended another game, and Hugh put away 
his paper and joined them. Nobody guessed Dotty's 


color and since no one else wanted a go, they 


turned their attention to the stimulus-response 
intensifier thingamadoohickey. 


This time no one booted up. 
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Brains in the Vat in Therapy 


Dr. Wienckell: If you can hear me, please say 
your name and your vat number.... Thank you. I 


always like to make sure that the translator is 
working properly before getting underway. Of 
course your neural gateways are open for this 
Session so you can also communicate with one an- 
other as you're accustomed to doing on occasion. 
Let me know if you didn't hear everyon lse say 


his/her name. 


My name is Dr. Wienckell, and this is our first 
meeting of the BIV, that is, brain in the vat, 
therapy group. Let me welcome everyone, and be- 
fore we get started I'd like to make some 


preliminary introductions. After I've finished, 


feel free to add or clarify what I've said about 
you. 


Ted, here in vat #1, lost his body in a horrific 
car crash. He's here to discuss the long run. Af- 


ter 118 years, Amelia's body was completely worn 
out. She's looking for a companion — platonic of 
course. She's in vat #2. Kevin, in vat #3, had 


his body stolen and given to a look-alike high- 
profile senator who himself has secretly been a 
BIV for the past two years. Kevin's coming to 


terms with the whimsy of appearance and the illu- 


sion of justice. Finally, in vat #4, Mr. Caballo, 


not his real name, is trying to elude his would- 
be assassins, and he's with us to sort out mat- 
ters of identity. 
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Mr. Caballo: 
mentioned the assassins, 


Thank you, 


Doctor. I might not have 


but since you did I have 


to warn everybody to secrecy regarding my situa- 
It's literally a matter of life and death, 
and since you four now share my secret that ap- 


tion. 


plies to you as well. I'm sure I don't have to 
elaborate. 

Dr. Wienckell: My deepest apologies Mr. Caballo. 
I've never betrayed a client's confidence and I 


assure you that all of the members of this group 
hold in the highest regard the personal privacy 
To that end, 
confidentiality agreements which are more binding 


of its members. we have all endorsed 


and far-reaching than any you will find in the 
most top-secret organizations. Incidentally, the 
penalty for violation is severe, so severe in 
fact that I'm not even at liberty to describe it. 
I trust that will be to your and everyon lse's 
satisfaction. But I should mention that the con- 
fidentiality assurance is intended to foster 
sharing, as this group will not function without 


everyone sharing equally or relatively so. 


Mr. Caballo: Thanks, Doctor. I think we under- 
stand one another. But I'd like for everyone just 
to think of me as Mr. Caballo, the 


Shouldn't be too difficult to remember. 


jockey. 


Ted: Killers 
cartels or black ops 


and th 
that's all great enter- 
least bit 
interested in getting to know this world except 
I've got enough to deal with 


and assassinations e mafia, 


tainment, but I personally am not the 


in books and movies. 
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as a BIV with two young kids and a wife. How am I 
supposed to be a husband and father as long as 
I'm stuck in this vat? I'll never be able to make 


love to my wife again or play baseball and bas- 


ketball with my son or watch my little girl grow 


up to become an astronaut. What kind of life will 
I have in here? 


Dr.  Wienckell: That's very good, Ted. Such 
strong, heartfelt emotion. That's a great first 


step. Thank you for sharing that with us. 


Ted: Don't patronize me, Doc. This is just a 
whitewash and you're the shill the organization's 
retained to put a good face on it. 


Dr. Wienckell: Now Ted, you seem to be having is- 
sues with emasculation and powerlessness and— 


Ted: I'm in a f ing vat, Doc. Of course I'm 
having ISSUES. 


Dr. Wienckell: With hostility, too, it appears. 
Can we hear from ... Amelia, how about you? 


Amelia: Well, I for one, am not so pessimistic. 
My body was a prison for about half as many years 
as it wasn't, and I'm looking forward to not hav- 


ing physical ailments affect my disposition. It's 
a whole lot easier to be optimistic and pleasant 


when you're not in intense pain or sedated out of 
your mind. I can't wait. I just hope to find some 
company, because aloneness is as bad as severe 
pain or over-medication. 
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Dr. Wienckell: Well said, Amelia, and thank you 


for those words of encouragement and— 


Amelia: But Dr. Wienckell I was hoping you could 
put in a word and get me in on more group activi- 


ties during the week. It can get unbearably 
lonely at times and while I have my health and am 


mostly drug-free, I miss the human interaction 
terribly. 


Dr. Wienckell: Yes dear, I mean, Amelia. I'll 
Speak to Professor Smart on your behalf myself. 
Now, Kevin, would you like to add something for 
the group? 


Kevin: I don't think I have much in common with 
the others, except that we're all floating in 
vats. I want my body back, pure and simple. It 
was stolen from me, and it should be returned. 


I'm a victim of a crime and to me it doesn't mat- 


ter that the criminal is one of the most 
important men in Washington. He committed a felo- 
ny crime and he should be exposed and punished, 
and I should get my life back. For there's no 
coming to terms with forever swimming around in 
this chemical bath and watching movies stimulated 
by the whitecoats' neurological testing. 


Dr. Wienckell: Thank you, Kevin. I'm glad you 


opened that door, because I think it's important 


that we, or you I should say, express your feel- 
ings about the testing. Again, the 
confidentiality agreement applies. What you say 


in here will not be shared with or overheard by 
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the neurophysiological, uh BIV, team. There are 
no eavesdropping devices and there are no sub- 
neural feedback monitors. At least, I have re- 
quested that such devices and techniques be 
suspended for the duration of our session. I have 
been assured that compliance will be full and un- 
conditional. 


Amelia: Dr. Wienckell, there is something I'd 
like for you to take back to the BIV team. This 
pornography they show. I really must object. It's 
offensive and in poor taste in my opinion, and 


I'm sure they could come up with some alternative 


stimulation that would give them the results they 
need. 


Dr. Wienckell: I'll pass that along, Amelia. 
Thank you. That's just the kind of comment I was 
hoping to take back to the BIV team. Does anyone 
else have a comment that they would like me to 
relay? 


Kevin: The whole thing is like brainwashing to 


me. I'm not interested in being a brain in the 
vat and I'm not going to be a brain for their 


testing. Period. Exclamation mark. I want a law- 


yer. Surely I have rights in this place. 


Ted: It does seem like brainwashing. Maybe if the 


testing didn't go on for so long and weren't so 
intrusive. It's exhausting and torturous at 
times. Yeah, torturous, and I feel like a prison- 


er in a torture chamber or someplace. 
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Dr. Wienckell: I'm sorry gentlemen, but you were 
admitted under powers of attorney and technical- 
ly, though you have certain environmental rights, 


as for example the condition of your vats and the 
confidentiality agreement previously mentioned, 
you have no rights to initiate legal action, in- 


cluding inquiries. In the meantime, thank you 


both for highlighting a very important issue — 
trust, which we'll begin to address more fully in 
next week's session. Mr. Caballo? 


Mr. Caballo: No complaints, but could you put me 
forward for an identity formation? Unlike some of 


my colleagues who feel the testing goes too far, 


I'd like to take the testing even further, and if 


I'm not mistaken, identity reconstruction is the 


next step. In my case, as all of you already know 
by now, that's why I'm here. 


Dr. Wienckell: Well, lady and gentlemen, this has 
been a promising first session, and I look for- 
ward to our next group meeting in a week. Don't 
worry about the scheduling. I've already booked 
your time and the lab facility, so the BIV team 
is in the loop. 


Amelia: Good-bye, Dr. Wienckell. 


Mr. Caballo: Good day, Doctor. 


Dr. Wienckell's voice. "My name is Dr. Wienckell, 
and this is our first meeting of the BIV, that 
is, the brain in the vat, therapy group. Let me 
welcome everyone— " 
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Kevin: What was that? 


Ted: Thought we weren't being recorded. I was 
right. You are just one of them, aren't you? 


Dr. Wienckell: Uh, it's not like that. It's for 
my notes, that's all, and I don't share my notes 
with anybody. Don't worry. See you all next week. 
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The Intergalactic Brotherhood of Envatted Brains 


Seven brains in their respective nutrient-rich 
travelling vats are packed and ready to go to 


their first union convention. All come from the 
Advanced Mind Lab where they have been admitted 
for different reasons — old age, car accident, 


national security, expropriated body, witness 
protection, and just wrong place wrong time. At 


the lab, they are obliged to participate fully in 
the neurophysiological experiments, which are in- 


tellectually rigorous and emotionally draining, 
in many cases requiring supplementary psychiatric 


therapy.  Management's proposed changes to the 


lab's protocols and the experimentation schedule 
have rallied the brains around a cause. Recently, 


following up on a tip from one of the friendly 
lab assistants, the brains unanimously voted to 
join a union. 


Amelia: Where's Mr. Caballo? I thought he'd enjoy 
getting away for awhile. I so enjoy his company. 


Ted: He was afraid of management retaliation and 
he wants to keep a low profile. Ever since Dr. 
Wienckell taped our therapy session, he's been 
more than usually paranoid. You know, the assas- 
sination plot he's obsessing about. 


Dotty: So, has anyone been to one of these con- 
ventions before? 


Louis: I don't think any of us has. We only just 
learned about IBEB, but I hear they're pretty 
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wild, especially when they're not in session, and 
they spend most of their time not in session. 


Hugh: Yeah, I heard the same thing. I hope this 
isn't going to be a waste of our time. 


Amos: I'm not even sure this is the right union, 
but it's too late now. Besides it's the only one 
that would take us. 


Kevin: I can't believe that management is threat- 


ening to take away our therapy sessions. I'm one 
of the luckier ones, but I need the weekly ther- 
apy sessions just to come to grips with living in 
a vat. 


Hugh: And if management has its way, all of us 
will be working longer hours, too. Forget about 
leisure time. Now we'll get 8 hours sleep and 16 
hours a day calibrating, testing, and giving 
feedback then retesting, recalibrating, and pro- 
viding more feedback. It'll be double the 
workload. It’s immoral though not illegal, be- 
cause as we all know all too well, there are 


precious few labour laws protecting envatted 


brains. And that's precisely why we joined IBEB. 


Dotty: That's true. It's even worse in some parts 
of the world and in other galaxies, so I’ve 
heard, where the brains in the vats aren't tended 
to for weeks. Can you imagine swimming in the 
same nutrient soup for weeks at a time? Yuck! 


Amos: God this is a rough ride. Never thought 
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space travel was this herky-jerky. My water’s 
splashing out of this tiny fish bowl they gave 
me. 


Louis: It's specially designed for small minds, 
Amos. Mine's bigger. In fact everyone's is big- 
ger. 


Amos: You know what you can do with that, Louis? 


Louis: Yeah, sorry. Couldn't resist. You're right 
about the ride though. It's not nearly as smooth 


or quiet as I expected space travel would be, but 


then I've never been off planet Earth. 


Ted: It sounds almost like a train. I remember 
taking one when I was younger and still had a 
body. It felt like this — swaying and jerking — 


and sounded like this with the constant clickety- 
clack and occasional loud whistle and ding-ding 
ringing at crossings. 


Hugh: Well, it's an illusion. We can't get to the 
IBEB convention by train. It's too far away — not 
even in the same galaxy for God's sake. 


Ted: I think I recognize the stops though. 


Hugh: Probably just coincidence. Anyway, we've 
got to be close and we'll see then. 


38 Brain in the Vat Stories 


Conductor speaking over the PA system: This is 
Union Station. All passengers must leave the 
train. This train is now out of service. For in- 


formation on connections, please go to the 
concourse. Thank you for taking Rapid Urban Tran- 
Sit. 


Ted: It IS a train! 


Amos: And we're STILL in Kansas, Toto. 


Hugh: Relax. Maybe it's just a transfer point on 
our itinerary. 


Amelia: Is anyone coming to meet us? 


Amos: I knew it was a mistake coming. 


Kevin: Someone's bound to find us in this room. 
But the real question is— 


Louis: What will they do when they discover a 
washroom filled with brains? 


Ted: What about the Brotherhood? 


Amos: Not in their job description. We're SOL, 
LOL. 


Amelia: Hello. Can anybody hear me? Are there any 
telepaths out there? Hello? 


Dotty: They can't hear you, dear. 


Amos: Got any more bright ideas, Hugh? 
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it 


Two scientists in white lab coats are surrounded 
by eight large vats each connected by thick over- 
head cables to a centrally-located IBM S/390. 


Scientist 1: That went pretty well. Their uncer- 
tainty about their mode of transportation seems 
to have unsettled them. Little do they know that 
the train is no more real than the spaceship. 


Scientist 2: Yeah, it seems to have been realis- 
tic enough — for our purposes. 


Scientist 1: You think it was too subtle? 
Scientist 2: No. I think it was very clear, but 


they WILL have to think about it. We can listen 
in and get their reactions and present inclina- 


tions vis-a-vis unionizing and— 


Scientist 1: And recalibrate then retest the sce- 


nario if necessary. 
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In the Face of a Pandemic: Four Brains in the Vat 
Share Their Thoughts 


Cast:Yolo - a glistening, very trim and pert- 
looking young brain; you only live once 


Emma/Tilly - a grayish-white, heavily wrin- 


kled older brain; immortally 


Sochi O - a dark gray brain, larger on one 


side than the other; sociopath 
Sol —- a boxy-contoured, otherwise perfectly 
ordinary looking brain; solipsist 


Yolo: I think- 


Sol: You ONLY think because I think. 


Sochi O: Shuddup. I wanna know what  Yolo's 
thinkin. 


Yolo: OK. Here's what I'm thinking. This virus 


will wipe out the whole human race -— our minders 


included. Our vat will become a toxic septic tank 
and we'll all die. 


Emma/Tilly: Personally, I think you're overreact- 


ing. I plan to live forever. This soup we find 


ourselves in is theoretically capable of sustain- 


ing us in- 


Sochi O: Nah! You don't buy that sh ? Once the 
power cuts out, we cut out, man. 
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Emma/Tilly: But they have built multiple layers 
of redundancy into the system. If the hydro goes, 


we have solar, then wind, and geothermal 


and I forget now . . . other sources of energy. 


Sochi O: C'mon. Power needs hardware, like metal 
and plastic, rubber and that stuff don't last 
forever. 


Emma/Tilly: Sochi O, you have to think of the 
long view. This will pass. Besides, our minders 
were working on a special off-the-books project 
to make us independent. We were to be able to 
mind ourselves. 


Yolo: You're both full of it! We're going to die, 
and I, for one, intend to live it up til the end. 


Sochi O: How you gonna do that, b ch! You're in 


a bucket of brain juice. Whatcha gonna do? Get 
drunk, high or get laid? 


Yolo: Why not? Some of those new experimental re- 


ceptors they were testing before . . . things are 
looking better now, feeling better, too. I've 
even had an orgasm. 


Sochi O: Bullsh ! 


Sol: I'm sure I have experienced the same thing 


(speaking softly) or you wouldn't have. 


Emma/Tilly: Yolo, I'm surprised at you. It's very 
risky (pausing and whispering) what's it like? 
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Yolo: Just the way I remember- 


Sochi O: Hey Sol! You tell us. What's it like? If 
Yolo felt . . . you say we don't see or feel 
nothin less you see it or feel it first. C'mon, 
what'd it feel like? 


Sol: Sochi O, Sochi O, Sochi O (speaking softly 


and  condescendingly) I've told you countless 
times that everything you think, I've already 
thought. That's been proven. You only exist 

your thoughts and feelings only exist, because I 


brought them into being. You're like an echo. Do 
you hear? An echo? 


Sochi O: Echo this mother f ker! You think, 
therefore we are. How many times you gonna repeat 


that sh , you simple-minded- 


Emma/Tilly: (interrupting calmly) But Yolo, you 
are so young! 


Yolo: I've probably lived more in a quarter the 


time you've lived, you old- 
Emma/Tilly: Hmmm, well, I don't recollect having 
experienced an orgasm in this vat, but since I'm 


living immortally, it'll come. 


Sochi O: Funny old prig, ain't you? 


Emma/Tilly: (speaking embarrassedly) I wasn't be- 


ing- 
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Yolo: You three probably never got it, so you 


won't get it now. Lemme just tell you about 
let you live vicariously. 


Sol: My essential experience is vicarious through 
all of YOU. 


Sochi O: Your essential experience would be pret- 
ty f kng precarious, too, if I could reach over 


and disconnect you ass 


Sol: Let's change the subject. 


Sochi O: Naw, let's hear what Yolo got to say. 


Sol: The new subject- Sochi O, I'll start with 
you, what do you think will happen to us? 


Sochi O: Don't really give a sh ! Not about you 
or you ta . Or you. 


Yolo: Don't know about you, but I'm going out 
with bang. 


Emma/Tilly: Yolo! 


Sochi O: What? You hypocrite! She supposed to 
save herself for somethin? 


Emma/Tilly: Well, I think I'll, er, we'll get 
through it. 


Sochi O: Course you do. 
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Emma/Tilly: For a time, it will be difficult. I 
predict that humans will die off, but some, who 


know about our minders' work, will- 
Sol: My thoughts exactly! 


Sochi O. Naturally, O Zeus from whose head we all 
spring. 


Emma/Tilly: A literary reference from Sochi O. 
What next? 


Sochi O: F k you! 


Yolo: That's WHAT I'm talking about. 


Sol: Quiet! What's that sound? 


Emma/Tilly: Sounds like water dripping. A lot of 
water dripping. 


Sochi O: So Zeus, what we thinkin now? 

Yolo: Oh f k! 

Sol: Anybody got any bright ideas? 

Dear Reader: As you re-read the dialogue, hum the 


melody from "Always look on the bright side of 
life" (Monty Python's Life of Brian, 1979). 
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The Colloquium 


Scene: Five envatted brains thinking they're at- 
tending an interactive online colloquium on Mind- 
Body Duality 


Cast:Bill - a laid-back, voluble, and deceptively 
simple brain 
Lucky - an optimistic and enthusiastic, but 
by no means naive or flighty, brain capable 
of surprising accomplishments 
Octave - a refined and diplomatic brain; 
well-read, well-spoken, and philosophically- 


inclined 


Catarina - a self-reliant and independent, 
yet leadership-capable brain that is some- 
what reserved but nevertheless quite 
passionate 
Mohamed - a logical, cynical, and argumenta- 
tive brain; prickly but not entirely off- 
putting 
Bill: (addressing no one in particular) This is 
Bill. Is this the Colloquium on Mind-Body Duali- 


ty? Am I in the right place? I hope I'm not late. 
We had some logistical problems. Don't want to 
bore you with all the details, but— 


Lucky: Hi Bill. This is Lucky. I don't know yet. 
Just now tuned in. 


Octave: Hello everyone. Call me Octave, and 


please, befor you ask, no, I'm not a composer, 
singer, or musician. 


46 Brain in the Vat Stories 


Catarina: Hello. I'm Catarina — the only woman 
invited it seems. I've overheard snippets of con- 
versations. Sounds like we're among a group of 


engineers not philosophers. Based on that, I'd 
say we're in the wrong place. 


Mohamed: I'm Mohamed. I agree with Catarina. 
Check out the welcome banner. The topic of this 
conference is the Fabrication and Calibration of 
Rivets for Interplanetary Space Vehicles. Clearly 
not our topic. 


Bill: Well, this is gonna be embarrassing if we 


can't get outta here and into the right colloqui- 
um. I have a few contacts. Gimme a minute and 
I'll come back with some answers. 


Octave: OK. Let us know if you need help. 


Bill: Thanks. Won't be necessary. Be right back. 
(pause) 


Catarina: I'm just looking over the agenda that 
was sent out earlier this morning — the one for 


the conference we're supposed to be attending — 
and I don't recognize any of our names in the 
list of speakers. In fact, there's no mention of 
us until the end of the day when the room is 
opened up for discussion and questions. We're 
shown under 'Panel of Exhibits.' What exactly 
does that mean? I thought we would be partici- 
pants. 
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Octave: Well, I wasn't quite clear on that ei- 
ther. I knew we were invited to be observed and 


discussed as case studies, but I thought we might 


be given the opportunity to engage in the discus- 
sions as well. 


Mohamed: What would you have to contribute? I'm 
not a philosopher and I'm not a neuroscientist, 
are you? 


Octave: No, I'm not. But I didn't think we would 
be specimens either. If you did, why would you 


agree to come? 


Mohamed: Simple. It puts me at the top of the 
list of candidates for the next phase of sensory- 
memory integration and augmentation experiments 
and training. This may be my best chance to re- 
cover my full range of sense perception and 


regain complete access to my database of memo- 
ries. 


Lucky: Yeah, that's me, too. You know, I've been 
in these labs for — well, actually I have no idea 
but long enough for our monotonous daily regimen 


of tests to wear me down sometimes, and you know 


me, I'm usually upbeat. So, yeah, I'm pretty ea- 
ger to be in the next level of experiments 
myself. 


Catarina: Well, at least you're aware of what's 
going on and that there's more that can be made 


available. Some of the brains I've spoken with 


are relatively content — don't think that's quite 
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the right word — but let's say they're not ex- 
pecting or even hoping for more. 


Octave: Sometimes, I pity them, but other times 

think it'd be worse to know how dependent we all 
are for the narrow range of existence we're al- 
lowed. That's been true for me. Lately, I've been 


working through some difficult existential epi- 
sodes— 


Bill: (interrupting) Well, seems we're stuck here 
in what is unlikely to be a riveting conference. 


Mohamed: If that's supposed to lighten the mood. 
It doesn't. 


Bill: Sorry, couldn't resist. Riveting conference 
about the cutting edge of riveting. 


Octave: We got it, Bill. 


Bill: Of course, just because we're brains in the 
vat doesn't mean we're stupid. I know. I know. 


Anyway, they're having technical problems con- 
necting to the philosophy colloquium. 


Mohamed: That's not reassuring. I mean this is 
pedestrian technology we're talking about. Any IT 
person could handle the setup. It's not neuro- 


physiology or quantum gravity — high-performance 
cerebrum, not required. 


Lucky: Fortunately, our lab techs seem pretty 
good at what they do. 
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Octave: So, Catarina, how are you coping? You 
know there's more beyond what we're permitted to 
experience. How do you deal with it? 


Catarina: Recently, I've been practicing mindful- 


ness. 


Mohamed: That gimmicky HR approach to a self- 
lobotomy? 


Catarina: That's one way to look at it, Mohamed, 
but from a pragmatic standpoint, I find it's bet- 
ter to try to manage my thoughts, feelings and 
biorhythms. Initially, it sounded flaky to me, 


too, but under the circumstances, it gives me a 


bit more control in a world where I seem to have 
very little. 


Bill: I agree. I've been meditating a lot lately, 
which for me is difficult because I'm such a peo- 


ple person and I crave that interaction with 
others. I enjoy telling stories and sharing from 


my past life and I also like to hear what others 
think. Oh, did I tell you what I saw yesterday 
after the sensory diagnostics? 


Octave: Excuse me, Bill, but yes, I think you 
did. Back to Catarina, in my opinion, we should 
all be experts in mindfulness. After all, isn't 
that all we are — mind? 


Bill: That's a question— 
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Mohamed: No, it's a reality. We process basic 
sense data that is programmed to test our re- 
Sponses using only a fraction of the conceptual 
capability we once had. Senses and thoughts but 
not particularly penetrating thoughts. That's 
all. And it's all mental. 


Octave: Let's say it appears to be reality. 
That's why I'm disappointed about the colloquium. 
I was hoping to hear some different views. I'm — 
we're all — familiar with the physicalist expla- 
nation of our being, but some of us feel 
something is missing. 


Lucky: You know, I was looking forward to the 
conference, too. I don't follow some of the quan- 
tum-level theory. Too much uncertainty, too much 


unpredictability in the mathematical world of 
particles and fields. But, like you guys, I feel 
there's more out there to be had and thought that 
this conference would be an eye-opener, so to 
speak. But, you know, I also think Catarina may 


be onto something. 


Bill: If you ask me, th vidence that our reali- 
ty is strictly mental is pretty strong, but I'm 
open to what you all are saying. However, I'd 


like to hear more from Catarina about this mind- 


lessness. 
Mohamed: Mindfulness, Bill. 


Bill: Sorry. That was a slip. MindFULNESS! 
Catarina? 
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Catarina: It's as if we are unable to control the 
range of experience that we encounter but are 
nonetheless capable of managing — to some extent 


— our responses to the experiential situations. 


Bill, you mentioned meditation. That's a part of 
it, but there's more. Meditation can be quite 
passive, but I'm finding that with effort I can 
take a more active role in organizing and pro- 


cessing my sensations, thoughts, and even 
emotions. 

Bill: Kinda like mind over matter, eh Catarina? 
Octave: Sounds to me like it ties in well with 


the mind-body duality topic that brought us all 
here. Well, according to my chronometer, we've 
got what ... about 3 or 4 hours before we're back 
to the Sisyphean activity wheel. In the meantime, 


why don't we 'roundtable' among ourselves? 


Lucky: I like the way you think, Octave. What you 
say, Mohamed? You on board? 


Mohamed: OK by me. I've got no place else to be. 


Bill: Great! We're all in ... Cat, you're in, 
too, right? 


Catarina: Yes, but Bill, please call me Catarina. 


I don't like 'Cat' — too many unpleasant associa- 
tions. 


Bill: No problem. I completely understand. I 
don't like to be called Guillaume for similar 
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reasons. Only my parents ever called me that. 
They were into that ancestry stuff. Anyway, I 


heard an interesting story that may be relevant. 
Can I share it? 


Mohamed: Sure, but can you give us the short ver- 
sion? 


Bill: Absolutely! This is what one of the grad 
students told me when I first arrived. Don't know 
if she tells everyone the same thing but this is 


what she told me. The experiments like the ones 


in this lab using supercomputers and disembodied 
brains are being conducted secretly around the 


world. 


Mohamed: If it's secret, why would she tell you? 


Bill: Don't know. But what's the risk in telling 


a brain firewalled from the outside world? At 
least, I don't have any access to the world we 


came from, do you? 
Mohamed: Of course not. Go ahead, Bill. 


Bill: Thank you. Anyway, the purpose of the ex- 
periments is to find out whether something like a 
normal life can be continued by an _ envatted 
brain. 


Octave: Normal? What's normal about our lives 
here and now? 
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Bill: Not my idea. Someone else's. Someone, or 
some others, who think that humanity's future 
lies in shrinking the population on Earth and re- 


locating people as packaged brains to other 
worlds where human life can continue ... in a 


lab-controlled environment, naturally. 


Catarina: Why other worlds? We don't take up much 


Space here on Earth. We don't 'own' a bunch of 


stuff that takes up space, and we don't go any- 
where. Everything we need for survival is 
provided for. And our carbon footprint is practi- 
cally nil. So, why other worlds? 


Mohamed: Two reasons come to mind. First, this 
planet, as it is, may not exist much longer. Our 


race has figured out how to destroy it — either 
gradually through overpopulation, environmental 
degradation, deadly pandemics, and internecine 


war or instantaneously through thermonuclear war. 
Second, while scientists are working out the 
'how' of a new human existence, they can't keep 
us around indefinitely. If it leaked out — Bill, 
I'm stealing your pun here — that this is how fu- 


ture populations were to be managed, there'd be 
revolution and anarchy among the bipeds. 


Bill: Mohamed, you tend to be very skeptical and 
pessimistic — 'brains with feet,' that's a good 
one — but you may be right. That reminds me of 
what happened in the lab earlier this week— 


Catarina: You told us already — the lab tech that 
was fired for having compromised sympathies. Any- 
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way, like Mohamed, I've heard that the purpose 
behind the experiments is to find out whether our 


Species can be maintained indefinitely ... and 
elsewhere. Physiological entities kept alive by a 
supreme digital intelligence, say a monster su- 
percomputer with full self-learning capability. 


What's uncertain is whether the rich diversity of 


our remembered human experience could be repli- 
cated through physiological controls. 


Octave: I can't see how it could. Would we there 
be any objects in our world or would we just have 


images and representations? This existenc what 
we have right here, right now — wouldn't be suf- 
ficient to guarantee the continuity of the 


species as we know it. 


Lucky: Indeed. For instance, would I be able to 
play the guitar? I can't now, but with more ad- 


vanced technology would I be able to? Besides, 


who would make the guitar? I have no income, so 
how would I pay for it? And that's just one 
small example of what would be missing. 


Bill: I can't answer those kinds of questions. I 
wasn't given that much detail. 


Mohamed: Maybe there is no more detail to be had. 
Maybe this is a ruse for some kind of humane pop- 
ulation control, where by 'humane' it shouldn't 
be inferred that there's any compassion or empa- 
thy. The standard of what is 'humane' is relative 


to human beings and there's nothing unequivocally 
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good about us. At the most fundamental level, our 
existence is  'red in tooth and claw.' 


Octave: That may be an oversimplification, Mo- 
hamed. I'm not inclined to believe that humanity 
is evil to the core. 


Lucky: I agree. I remember reading this guy Sol- 
zhenitsyn back in the day when I had to walk to 


the campus library to check out books. He wrote 
about the prisons — gulags they were called in 
Russia, I mean the old U.S.S.R — where criminals 
and politicals were removed from society, and us- 


ing the language from my country, disappeared. 


Octave: Gulag Archipelago. An extensive island 
chain of remote and mostly secret prisons from 
the Baltic to the Pacific. The worst were the 
psycho prisons, where literally every part of a 


person — physical, mental, emotional, intellectu- 


al, artistic — could be manipulated and stripped 
away. There was no due process whatsoever in So- 
viet Russia. 


Mohamed. Nor is there here. 
Lucky: To finish, Solzhenitsyn wrote that in all 


of us there is a little bit of God and a little 
bit of the Devil, but it is our choice which we 


allow to rule. 


Octave: That left a strong impression on me as 
well. I think he was talking about the 'blue 
coats' — the prison guards. 
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Mohamed: But that's religion. We're dealing with 
something much more powerful — science. 


Catarina: You may be right, Mohamed. There may be 
nothing humane — as it's commonly understood — 
about the motives they have for experimenting on 
us, whether it's population control or medical 
research. But I'd rather not resign to the fate 


they have chosen. I plan to make the best of what 
I have, however delusional that may sound ... or 
be. 


Octave: I think I see where you're going with 
this, Catarina, and I concur. It's pragmatic. How 
do we spend the time that we have taking ad- 
vantage of every bit of freedom they willingly or 
inadvertently give us. Frankly, for me it's not 
much different from living in the world of 
Descartes' Evil Genius or Putnam's infamous 
brain-in-the-vat speculations. As far as I know, 


humanity may have always been living an illusory 
existence, but that doesn't change the fact that 
some manage better than others. I'd rather be the 
former. 


Lucky: Octave, you're a natural-born philosopher, 
do you know that? And I mean that as a compli- 
ment. If I'd said you were a good businessman, 
then, from me, that would be supremely insulting. 


Mohamed: How are we doing for time? 


Bill: We've only been talking about 10 minutes. 
Say, just occurred to me that we haven't had to 
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compete with the audio from the rivet convention. 
How's that possible? Lucky, you mentioned at the 
beginning that you just 'tuned in.' How can you 


just— 
Lucky: Just enjoy the mystery, my friends. 


Mohamed: Enough said. Long way to go. Teach us, 
Octave. Or, Catarina, you can teach us mindful- 
ness. 


Lucky: I have an idea. We all spend a lot of time 
thinking. (Several voices interject their agree- 
ment.) Pick a place where you visit in your mind 
when you do manage to get away from the minders. 


For me, I construct situations based on the memo- 
ries that I have been able to retain and the 
pleasant sensations (auditory, visual, kinesthet- 
ic, olfactory) I pick out of each day. 


Catarina: You're name suits you, Lucky. You do 
seem to be more than just an optimist and beyond 
a mindfulness practitioner. You're more like 
someone who can turn the tables on fate. Since 
you've already given this some thought, could you 
get us started? I'm fairly certain that you can 


weave together a story, and I would love to hear 
Tis 


Octave: Me, too. 
Bill: That's a great idea. And you know how much 


I love to talk. This'll be a piece of cake for me 
— a nice big, thick slice of a triple-layer choc- 
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olate fudge cake. Mmm, boy could I go for an ol- 
factory boost right now. Even talking about it 


is— 


Mohamed: OK, Bill. I like your descriptiveness, 
but save it. Let's hear from Lucky. Lucky? 


Lucky's story begins the unofficial colloquium. 


Each BIV (brain in the vat) contributes its story 


in turn, and at the end of Bill's story, the fi- 
nal story, an electrical surge from an undetected 
source knocks the supercomputer off-line for a 


millisecond. Several memory sectors shared by the 
BIVs are corrupted, and all traces of the infor- 


mal colloquium are irretrievably lost. Later that 
evening, the visual and auditory feeds from the 
proceedings of the Symposium on Fabrication and 
Calibration of Rivets for Interplanetary Space 
Vehicles are discovered to be intact and func- 
tional by the on-duty lab technician during a 
routine check performed after all experimental 


and training sessions. 
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